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Abstract In this paper we explore one school’s reinvention of itself as
ensuring that every student could take full control of his or her learning.
Located in a predominantly working-class area, the school has moved to
a thematic curriculum, strong reliance on technology, major spatial change
towards ‘mini schools’, and student self-management of learning. Drawing
on Bourdieusian concepts, we examine through interviews with students
and staff how much these changes have contributed to underlying transfor-
mational change in the educational habitus of the school’s members. We
analyse the discourses drawn on by the various players in terms of their
changing roles within redrawn teacher-student relationships and new posi-
tionings with respect to student autonomy and self-management of learning.
Taking into account the external constraints of national testing, account-
ability, and school competition, we found examples of students’ recognition
and critique of residual power structures in their lives and misrecognition of
the nature of these underlying structural forces by staff.
Keywords: educational change, secondary education, habitus
Introduction
This paper focuses on one secondary school in England in which radical curriculum
and organisational changes were introduced, beginning with an initial cohort of
11- to 12-year-olds (Year 7 in the English system) in 2008–2009, when we ﬁrst visited
the school. The intention was to provide students with personalised learning
enhanced through the development of self-management skills within a technology-
rich environment. Together with a redesign of the learning space as one large room
for the year group with break-out areas, the delivery of the curriculum was trans-
formed. Instead of all pupils following a set programme of subjects, moving from
room to room, they chose which tutorials to attend (in the breakout areas) and when
to study each subject within a ﬂexible structure which was organised in terms of
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cross-curricular themes. In subsequent years, including 2010–2011, in which the
data on which this paper is based were collected, further cohorts were recruited, and
the personalised learning and tracking systems and buildings and curriculum design
progressed further in the direction of the school’s new vision, including the devel-
opment of mixed-age vertically integrated ‘families’ in which students worked
together across Years 7 to 9.1
Our aim in researching the school in 2008–2009 was to carry out an evaluation to
identify the achievements of the project, investigate the processes which brought
about success, and highlight issues for the future. We visited again two years later to
explore how the school had sustained radical change and its impact on the student
community, given its location in a predominantly working-class area with high levels
of unemployment, educational underachievement, and disaffection from schooling.
The original evaluation was commissioned by the Local Authority (school district);
initial ﬁndings with respect to implementation were very positive. Our subsequent
engagement with the school was prompted by our interest in the longer-term devel-
opment of the program and was not directly funded by the Local Authority. We had
high hopes for the school in terms of its potential to make a difference and to make
education relevant and accessible.
In this paper we recount how we adjusted our initial assumptions about the
possibility for reinvention of schooling in the current climate, based on our realisa-
tion of the extent of the work that staff and students needed to do to enact the
discourse of personalised learning against the backdrop of the education market-
place. We argue that this work can be understood in terms of misrecognition as
deﬁned by Nice (1977), that is, as part of a shared misconstrual of ‘the true relations
between the structure of [the] ﬁeld and the structures of economic and political
power’ (p. xxiv). What is crucial about misrecognition is its effect on those
power relations which ‘are perceived not for what they objectively are but in a form
which renders them legitimate in the eyes of the beholder’ (Bourdieu & Passeron,
1977, p. xxii). This process is particularly powerful in the ﬁeld of schooling, where
it enables reproduction of educational habitus. As Bourdieu and Passeron
(1977) note,
legitimation of the established order by the School presupposes social
recognition of the legitimacy of the School, a recognition resting in turn on
misrecognition of the delegation of authority which establishes that legitimacy
or, more precisely, on misrecognition of the social conditions of a harmony
between structures and habitus sufﬁciently perfect to engender misrecognition
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of the habitus as a product reproducing what produces it and correlative
recognition of the structure of the order thus produced. (p. 206)
We will suggest that the symbolic violence described by Bourdieu and Passeron in
terms of the imposition of meanings which are in fact arbitrary is at work in the
misrecognition of educational hierarchies and processes of surveillance as necessary
for learning. Despite the school’s attempt to disrupt traditions in its embracing of the
discourse of personalised learning, whatever change is achieved in the institutional
habitus is undermined by an educational habitus which is based on embedded power
relations within the structure of the wider education ﬁeld and the forces of social
reproduction in the education marketplace. As Bourdieu (1990) notes, habitus bears
a complex relationship to agency – ‘even when they look like the realization of
explicit ends, the strategies produced by the habitus and enabling agents to cope
with unforeseen and constantly changing situations are only apparently determined
by the future’ (p. 61). Habitus reproduces itself, ensuring its own constancy and
defending against change. Whilst change is possible, through reﬂexivity and an
‘awakening of consciousness’ (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 83) which comes about when the
ﬁt between habitus and ﬁeld fails, we are less certain than we were that the school
has effected fundamental change in terms of power relations, although, as we shall
suggest, there may be some sense on the part of the students of ‘the critique
which brings the undiscussed into discussion . . . [when] the question of the
natural or conventional character . . . of social facts can be raised’ (Bourdieu,
1977, pp. 168–169).
Reinventing the School: Every Student in Control of
Their Own Learning
The Policy Context: The Discourse of Personalised Learning
The concept of personalised learning has been explored in research contexts for
some years (Fielding, 2001; Rudduck, 2002; Rudduck & Flutter, 2000) but came to
the fore of the policy agenda in the UK when noted by Prime Minister Tony Blair at
the Labour Party Conference in 2003 and presented to head teachers later that year
by David Miliband, the then schools standards minister. The ideas were reﬁned and
entered into educational policy in England from 2004 with the goal of raising
achievement through individual responsibility: ‘Personalised learning is the way in
which our best schools tailor education to ensure that every pupil achieves the
highest standard possible’ (Miliband, 2006, p. 24). The discourse of personalisation
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emphasised ‘the expectation of participation, fulﬁlment and success’ (Department for
Children, Schools and Families, 2008a, p. 7) which relied on learner investment in
setting and reaching targets within a neoliberal framework of choice: ‘Learners
should be actively, continually engaged in setting their own targets, devising their
own learning plans and goals, choosing from among a range of different ways to
learn’ (Leadbeater, 2006, p. 111).
Personalisation was one of New Labour’s educational reforms designed to
address social inequality through engaging disadvantaged learners by tailoring
learning to meet students’ needs and interests, thus raising academic achievement
and improving social mobility (Harris & Ranson, 2005; Thrupp & Tomlinson,
2005). Educational success would, it was thought, overcome social disadvantage.
At school organisation level, Miliband (2006) identiﬁed ﬁve components of perso-
nalised learning: using assessment for learning (ensuring children understand how
they are doing and how they can improve), providing teaching and learning strat-
egies that build on individual needs, enhancing curriculum choice, facilitating a
radical approach to school organisation, and greater involvement of the wider
community. Practical guidance for teachers in England extended these themes to
deﬁne ‘a pedagogy of personalised learning’: high-quality teaching and learning,
target setting and tracking, focussed assessment, intervention, pupil grouping, the
learning environment, curriculum organisation, the extended curriculum, and sup-
porting children’s wider needs (Department for Children, Schools and Families,
2008a, p. 7).
The policy focus on personalisation prompted change in the centralised curric-
ulum, and the revised national curriculum for Key Stage 3 (for pupils aged 11–14)
introduced in 2007 underlined ‘the ﬂexibility to personalise learning and design
a curriculum that meets the needs of their learners’ (Qualiﬁcations and Curriculum
Authority, 2007, p. 3) with ‘less prescribed subject content’ (p. 4). Embedded in the
new curriculum was a framework of personal learning and thinking skills for learners
(independent enquirers, creative thinkers, team workers, self-managers, effective
participators, and reﬂective learners). Statutory tests at the end of Key Stage 3 (age
14) were abolished, and a greater emphasis placed on systematising teacher assess-
ment (Qualiﬁcations and Curriculum Authority, 2008) and promoting assessment
for learning (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008b; Torrance, 2009).
Information and communications technology (ICT) was seen as a central means for
enabling teachers to facilitate personalisation of learning and giving students more
choices and ﬂexibility (Ja¨rvela¨, 2006; Robinson, Sebba, Mackrill, & Higgins, 2008;
Underwood et al., 2007).
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The School Context: Silencing the School Bell
The school is in an industrial town in the North East of England, with higher than
average unemployment; the proportions of students at the school known to be
eligible for free school meals and of students with a statement of special educational
needs are also above average. A temporary two-storey building, designed to offer new
kinds of learning spaces, was erected in the summer of 2008, ready for a new intake of
pupils in September. A 12.9 million pound revamp of the whole school was com-
pleted by September 2011. During 2008 to 2009, the school was the subject of the
external evaluation funded by the Local Authority which was discussed earlier. This
was undertaken against the backdrop of the personalisation agenda and the promise
of a ‘ﬁx’ for social problems provided by the Building Schools for the Future capital
investment programme (Leahy et al., 2009) with its promise of beneﬁts accruing from
the integration of ICT into schooling and the impact of new uses of space (Depart-
ment for Education and Skills, 2006).
Inspired by a series of publications by David Hargreaves (2004–2007) on perso-
nalising learning produced for the Specialist Schools and Academies Trust,2 the
school aimed for an education where there is ‘blurring [of] both institutional and
professional boundaries’ (Hargreaves, 2004, p. 79) in which ‘learning is for and by
every member of the community, [and] its structure and culture will be different,
reﬂecting new kinds of relationship among teachers, between teachers and students,
and among students, especially mentoring’ (p. 88). It aimed to make students more
responsible for their learning by developing self-management and self-organisation
skills. At the heart of this were a small-group, teacher-led tutorial system; learner
devised learning plans (referred to as the ‘learning journey’); a laptop/netbook for
each student; a learning platform; and an open-plan learning space. Students were
initially organised into family groups of about 15 and had tables in a particular area of
the learning space so they could remain together, although they could also sit where
they chose to, including vacant break-out areas if they wished. ‘Family tutors’ spent
one hour a week with the family group covering pastoral issues. By the time of our
second series of visits in 2010–2011, three mini-schools (smaller units within the
main school with deﬁned geographical space and a core team of staff) had been
established, each with approximately 120 students from years 7, 8, and 9. Family
tutor groups were mixed-age and had around 20–25 students.
In the ﬁrst year, students chose a speciﬁed number of compulsory 15-minute
tutorials offered in all subjects (run more than once to provide some degree of
ﬂexibility). Once the tutorials and external sessions had been selected, students
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completed the remainder of their timetable. They were required to meet the weekly
time requirements for each subject (for example, three hours for mathematics) and
planned their ‘learning journey’ accordingly. In effect, the ‘learning journey’ com-
prised a timetable for the week, divided into ﬁve hourlong slots each day (although
there were no bells and limited requirements for movement to other areas of the
school). As the innovation progressed, students were given more ﬂexibility in relation
to the amount of time spent on each subject, although they were still provided with
guidance.
As the new curriculum was designed to be ICT-led, the teachers were encour-
aged to create resources which could be hosted on the school learning platform.
These were used both in the tutorials and to provide follow-up material for students
to work on independently; assessment tasks were also uploaded, enabling students
some control over when they would complete the tasks. Our evaluation of the ﬁrst
year (2008–2009) suggested that there was a strong sense of purpose in the school,
that the efﬁciency savings in terms of space and time were substantial, and that the
school was developing a responsive and sophisticated assessment system. There were
a great many positives: The new system did appear to have ‘silenced the school bell’.
Removing Our Rose-tinted Glasses
Excited by the new approach to curriculum, use of space, and student autonomy,
when we revisited the school in 2011 we carried positive assumptions about the way
in which it repositioned learners and teachers, disrupting entrenched educational
relationships and power structures. The school’s difference, the promise of a more
accessible education system, and the enthusiasm of the teachers were seductive.
Expecting to ﬁnd support for our assumptions, we conducted interviews with six
members of the teaching staff and one para-professional and also held two focus
groups, one with a group of Year 7 and 8 students, the other with a group of Year 9
students. In what follows, we recount our emerging recognition that all was not as it
seemed.
The Policy Context Again: ‘Assessment for Learning’,
Competition and Performativity
Amajor feature of the implementation of personalised learning in the school was the
assessment system, involving computer-supported tracking and targeting which had
become highly sophisticated by the time of our visit in 2011. For some subjects,
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notably mathematics, students were required to select the appropriate tutorial from
three possibilities (based on the levels/sublevels of the English national curriculum),
and levels were part of their daily discourse. Following the introduction of the
assessment for learning strategy (Department for Children, Schools and Families,
2008b; Qualiﬁcations and Curriculum Authority, 2008) advocating a structured for-
mative assessment approach, overall progress against National Curriculum levels and
associated assessment criteria was constantly monitored, and data were entered on
a highly detailed and sophisticated database which allowed teachers to see at a glance
whether students were ‘on track’.
Students were provided with ‘passports’ – a single document covering all subject
areas, specifying the National Curriculum levels/sublevels, a number of assessment
focus areas within each sublevel, and associated assessment criteria. Students pro-
vided evidence that their work met criteria and presented it to their teacher. If
accepted, the ‘passport’ was ‘stamped’. The passport was described by staff to be ‘a
dialogue between student and teacher’ (Assistant Head Teacher), intended to convey
a sense of shared ownership and student autonomy. As well as providing a record of
achievement to date, it also acted as a guide for the student regarding which level/
sublevel they needed to cover next for each assessment focus area. For example, the
passport could be used to decide which tutorial to sign up for next. Once sufﬁcient
evidence was provided, the teacher recorded the student’s achievement(s) in the
online system. Based on the student’s expected rate of progress, every three weeks
a colour-coded outcome for each subject was generated: for being on target, for being
near the target, and for being under target. Family tutors and subject specialists,
together with senior managers, were then able to analyse the achievement data for
a variety of purposes, for example, to identify students who required additional help
or to identify an assessment focus area which the majority of the cohort were strug-
gling with. The deputy head, who had devised the monitoring software, emphasised
the importance of learner awareness, but this was closely intertwined with staff
monitoring and action in his use of a pilot metaphor:
Use a principle of a pilot who’s guiding a plane, at the start of a ﬂight, before
they take off, they know where they’re going and they’re know where they’re
starting from. Well our model, if you like, in learning, is that students and staff
should be fully aware of that as well. You know where a student starts, you
know where they should be going. . . . along the way there’s going to be things
that change, that mean you need to take adjustments, the only way the pilot
takes those adjustments is by taking readings along the way to make sure he’s
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still on track, well we need to do the same with the students and the students
need to do the same so that we can make the adjustments change course as
conditions dictate.
Whilst the deputy head uses the personalisation discourse of student ownership in
the ‘learning journey’, he also talks quite clearly about controlling what they do,
through creating ‘drive’:
And so that kind of gives the students some ownership of what they’re going to
do and actually allows us to generate registers to allow us to know that students
are accessing the areas of the curriculum that are important to them. The
second part of that, and the underpinning part of it if you like, is the assessment
and intervention that we wanted to have in place. Real big believers that this is
the single biggest driver behind what we are doing and it’s the one thing that
actually allows us to (a) know the students have made . . . are doing what they
should be doing but (b) gives the students the drive to know that they’re doing
what they should be doing.
You can see how student ‘ownership’ is blended with the discourse of levels in the
deputy head’s discussion of the stamping process:
So the student says ‘Mr [X] I’ve done this piece of work in science, I think
therefore then I’ve achieved Level 5 in this certain focus area’. They then bring
that, I then say ‘well, in communication okay, I completely agree with you
there’, stamp. Once the stamps are built up there I then say ‘okay, I’m conﬁdent
now that you’re showing me that area’, so ﬁrst stamp means you’ve given me
some evidence, second stamp means conﬁdent now that you’ve shown me that
you can do that. I would go to the online system then and add that onto there so
as a teacher that’s there, it’s their electronic mark book if you like.
The deputy head said the surveillance provided by the system also facilitates instant
communication with parents:
So that generates that code for us and then that generates a report that goes out
to parents. So every three weeks these reports are printed out and sent home to
parents, parents can then identify the progress that’s being made within the
different subject areas.
Arguing that the system enables more individualised learning in comparison with
other schools, the deputy head underlines the fact that the school is in competition in
the education marketplace and conﬂates further the roles of teacher and student in
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terms of who is monitoring learning. The pilot has to be prevented from going off
course:
And obviously again, in many schools it becomes too late before you identify
those students, so our system allows us to then alter the trajectory of the ﬂight
path to allow us to identify as soon as they fall off, and hopefully prevents
coasting. (Deputy head)
Behind the personalised learning agenda is, of course, the original desire to raise
achievement, and this school is no exception. Despite its liberal exterior, it is driven
by the demands of performativity in the market (Ball, 2008; Torrance, 2009) and in
particular by the students’ anticipated grades in their future General Certiﬁcate of
Secondary Education (GCSE) public examinations at age 16. Ultimately, this is an
aspiring school, in all senses of the word – it aims to compete in the local education
market. Indeed, since our last visit, the school has gained ‘Academy’ status (similar to
‘Charter School’ status), giving the school control of its budget, staff pay and condi-
tions, its curriculum, and the length of terms/the school day. Arguably, this has put
the school on a level playing ﬁeld with another local school which already had
Academy status and therefore increased the degree of competition. The impact of
school choice policies on school funding in England means that attracting the few
middle-class parents in the area is essential (see Reay, Crozier, & James, 2011). So,
ultimately, this is not just about a vision of a different way of schooling, it is about
winning in the competition for funding. In what follows, we explore the implications
of this, ﬁrst for the teachers, and secondly for the students.
The Discourse of Personalisation: Teachers’ Stories
The enthusiasm of school staff for the transformation of their school centred on the
personalisation discourse in relation to their students’ experiences and also their own
changing roles and identities. The teachers we interviewed referred to student ﬂex-
ibility, choice, and ownership, perceived to enable greater freedom within the ﬁeld.
For example, the seating plans (devised by teachers to ensure that students were in
groups that worked together best) for the ‘ﬂoor’ – the large open space which all
mini-school families shared – were described as
[not] rigid for the whole week . . . so they’ll leave and go out to a practical
session, tables will be left free so students will join together to do project work
and move around the room quite . . . quite a lot more now than they used to
actually. (Lead teacher of learning)
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Students’ self-regulation and self-management of learning were presented as being at
the heart of this innovation designed to disrupt the institutional habitus. The key
differences associated with this shift articulated by teachers were: more choices for
learners in terms of planning and owning their learning journey and progressing at
a suitable pace (facilitated through greater differentiation); a thematic cross-
curricular approach enabling connections to be made between subjects and bringing
the relevance of subject areas into focus; greater ﬂexibility at Key Stage 4 (in terms of
GCSE subject choices3); and an increase in independent and peer learning.
I love the [school’s innovation], it’s something I like. It gives the kids
responsibility, not like this in the classroom and what have you, but here,
they’re responsible for their own time, organisation, you know, everything. So
that’s what they need is to take their own responsibility rather than just relying
on adult and teacher and mum and dad, what have you. (Mathematics teacher)
Originally, students had relatively strict guidance on the number of hours for each
subject that they should allocate in their learning journey. However, by 2011 the
deputy head teacher stated that students were given ‘a guided amount of learning
hours, a rough estimate’ rather than ‘hard and fast’ requirements. He suggested ‘we
have as little input as we possibly can on those because it should be about students
owning that’. This theme was echoed by others, too.
I’m just marking some history work and one of the students quite clearly had
found it fascinating and had produced this huge long piece of work about
castles and how castles had changed the middle ages and so on and had gone
way above and beyond what the task was asking because they’d found it
fascinating and they’d had the time to do it and they could create the time by
managing their time elsewhere or spending time at home in a way that
a traditional system just wouldn’t allow you to do it. (Assistant head teacher)
Teachers also felt that silencing the school bell had increased their ﬂexibility and
radically changed their day-to-day experience; indeed, this did appear to have dis-
rupted the educational habitus of the schools’ members. Each day was seen as dif-
ferent, and teachers could manage their time and workload more easily. For example,
they were able to assess students’ work more regularly and discuss their feedback
rather than provide short written feedback every three weeks as they had done
previously. In addition, they could tailor their provision to meet the needs of their
learners more easily.
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Where before I’ll have some students that are sailing away with it and then I’ll
have some students that were quite struggling with it, I can now, rather than
trying to accommodate that all within one class, in one hour, I can now . . . then
I’ll now vary up my tutorials up, put an extra intervention one in there and now
I can do another one to try and get students that are on merits that I have to do
distinction work. So it’s . . . and then I can change that week-to-week or day-by-
day. (Learning coach)
Another perceived difference for staff was the change in staff-student relationships.
Teachers felt that students were more comfortable seeking help and guidance as
required, either from themselves or their peers. In addition, because teachers based in
mini-schools spent more time with each student than they would have done previ-
ously, they felt that they had better knowledge of the students’ needs:
Having that little one-to-one time with them, that little 20 minutes, you’d never
normally get that chance unless it had been after school or been at break time,
all those time. (Learning coach)
I think one of the things that more traditional teachers may well have
struggled with in terms of coming into this model is that blurring of that
boundary in terms of who’s the teacher, who’s the learner. (Deputy head
teacher)
There’s a lot more of a relationship there with the students and they tend to be
a little bit more forthcoming and they’ll come and question you and you
can . . . and they’re like they don’t depend on you, but they just know that, you
know, if they need to discuss something, they’re not going to sit there, worrying
about things, they do actually take action and try to speak to somebody about it
straightaway. (Lead teacher of learning)
In terms of teachers’ roles, the school shifted to a greater ratio of nonteachers to
teachers and a distributed leadership model through the six mini-schools. In addi-
tion, new staff roles were introduced, such as the ‘learning coach’, responsible for
developing students’ independent learning skills (for example, self-management of
learning) and also for supporting teachers to teach outside their subject specialism.
Becoming a member of a cross-disciplinary team also contributed to a different
experience. The shift from specialist to generalist was readily accepted by most of
the teachers who found that the increased knowledge and sense of community rather
than isolation was beneﬁcial.
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We want to go down a route where we don’t say this is your subject specialism
anymore, I think the assessment might well hold us back slightly on that
because of the importance of somebody saying I’m going to assess geography.
That’s the only thing there. But we’d love to . . . generically advertise for
teachers for children rather than teachers of science or whatever. (Deputy head
teacher)
[The teachers] all kind of take ownership for everything, everybody kind of
looks after everybody. (Learning coach)
However, our data were also speckled with discourses suggesting control under-
pinned by the monitoring and target-setting software, structures within the ﬁeld of
the school that were shaped by the policies of performativity which dominated the
wider educational ﬁeld. Teachers talked in depth about the assessment system and
the need to ensure that students progressed through levels; when progress was seen
to be insufﬁcient, they talked of immediate and necessary ‘interventions’.
If you’re somebody who’s brilliant at assessment focus 1, 2, 3, 4 but not 5 we can
target that. We can see where that gap is and we can put in place the necessary
intervention to make sure that gap is made up. (Assistant head teacher)
Thus it might be argued that the 19th century structure of classrooms, subjects, and
timetables are being replaced by a 21st century structure of electronic monitoring
and data tracking.
Holding On to the Personalisation Discourse: Pupils’ Stories
We found that, on the whole, the students were also positive about the school’s
reinvention, recognising it as different to ‘traditional’ models and subscribing to the
ﬂexibility discourse, at least initially. Their comments complemented those of the
teachers, suggesting that they experienced a new freedom of movement within the
ﬁeld, with increased autonomy and choice of what to do and when, within clearly
acknowledged boundaries.
It’s the fact of the freedom that you get, like you’ve got a laptop and you get to
do your work whenever you want, like [X] said, then some of the work is quite
free, so like you can do it by yourself or you can do it with someone else rather
than having it set for you to do it then. And you’ve got to do it in this amount of
time, when you can do it whenever you want or take it home and do it at home,
you’re quite free. (Y7/Y8)
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Well, in some ways it’s easier because like . . . in normal lessons you’re just . . . if
you ﬁnish your work then you just have to stay in that lesson, but now we’re
doing this, if we ﬁnish a piece of work and we’re like behind on another piece,
we can just catch up with that, so in that way it makes it easier. (Y9)
The school also appeared to have achieved its goal of changing teacher-learner
relationships, from their point of view, including that of making a space for peer-
to-peer teaching.
I think that’s a good way of doing it because if you need help, rather than going
to the teacher and asking, you can communicate with someone on your table to
get help rather than like getting the teacher to help you. (Y7/Y8)
There’s always teachers like walking around the room and like you can just put
your hand up and they’ll come and help you. (Y9)
Another positive involved autonomy in progress, but note here the discourse of levels
and evaluation and a clear positioning of the teacher as legitimating authority, run-
ning counter to what has been said before.
And another thing good about this school is, you don’t have to wait for the
actual test to go up a level, you could be doing some working and because your
work has been quite high for a couple of weeks, they’ll say ‘Right, you’re doing
really high work, I’m going to put you up a level’ rather than having to wait for
a test like three weeks. (Y7/Y8)
Whilst they attempt to adhere to the personalisation discourse, the discourse itself
seems to rebound on the students, legitimising rules of the ﬁeld which arguably work
counter to the notion of student autonomy and choice. Responsibility for making
progress was being devolved to students, but not the power to alter their overall
direction of travel, that is to actually personalise their learning endeavours. The
students reported control in the name of making sure that they would not forget
their choices.
With my family group . . .we have to stick our learning journeys on to the table
so we don’t forget about what tutorials we have and everything. (Y7/Y8)
In my family group . . .we have a set learning journey that when . . . once we’ve
ﬁnished it, we’re not allowed to change it. (Y7/Y8)
And some students have no apparent choice at all.
The family group tutors just like put us in places. (Y7/Y8)
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And we was allowed to move around last year, weren’t we, you could sit next to
anyone but now it’s like ‘no’. (Y9)
Failure to meet their new responsibilities would result in a very traditional punish-
ment of removing freedom.
If like you get . . . it’s alright to have a deadline, but like if you don’t get your
work in by that deadline, it’s like you get a lunchtime or an after-school
detention . (Y7/Y8)
Indeed, the issue of self-organisation and ‘autonomy’ was experienced by some stu-
dents as negative because it made them vulnerable to ‘falling behind’, an arguably
contradictory concept in a learner-led system.
If I’m organising my own work, it feels like I fall behind and look like . . . I fall
behind really easily. (Y9)
Similarly, the loss of conventional classroom activity increased the difﬁculties of self-
management.
It feels like you can get distracted really, easily, like if you like . . . somebody got
into a conversation about a footballer, you could go on Wikipedia [on your
laptop] to see how many goals a footballer scores, something like that. But like
if you were in a normal classroom . . . if the teacher was like showing you work,
you couldn’t exactly go up to the smartboard and do it. (Y9)
As we have seen, there were internal surveillance systems which legitimised the
strategy of target setting and comparisons, but there were also powerful drivers
outside the school in the wider ﬁeld of educational competition which impacted
on the students’ experience of personalisation. In 2010 to 2011, in the third year of
the innovation, the mini-schools became mixed age. The Year 9 students (age 14) in
particular found this sudden shift unsettling. They felt that sharing the same learning
space with the younger students was an issue; the divide between the two groups
(structured by the curriculum with Year 7 and Year 8 comprising Key Stage 3 and
Year 9 being the start of the students’ journey towards ﬁnal summative assessments –
in England the GCSE) was very apparent to them. The Year 9 students felt that the
younger students beneﬁtted but that they themselves were distracted and separated
from some of their peers who had provided ready mutual support in the ﬁrst two
years. The pressure to succeed in their GCSEs (shaped by both the institutional
habitus and their individual educational habitus) combined with their recognition
of the risk involved in the school’s reinvention.
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Last week, I was on a table with three Year 8 girls and a Year 7 girl on my own
and like it was only last week I got moved, so there’s a Year 9 boy on the table
and a Year 8 girl and a Year 7 girl, but the Year 9 boy doesn’t do the same like
GCSE stuff as me. (Y9)
[The Y7s and Y8s] don’t understand it’s like your GCSEs and it’s really
important. (Y9)
Well like . . .we’re the ﬁrst year doing this so if like I know it sounds like weird,
but like we’re kind of the hamsters trying out the experiment like if this like
could go wrong in the GCSE like the actual exams in like the main exams,
because at the moment we haven’t really got that much pressure in the exams
because we’re only Year 9. But next year will be like when like . . . gets up to the
tests. (Y9)
It feels like we’re under pressure because like apparently like each year
everyone’s got better grades. (Y9)
Every time you’ve gone to parents evenings, it’s like ‘We’ve improved 96% on
GCSEs’, it’s like ‘well, what happens if we let them down’ in a way. (Y9)
The GCSEs also appeared to affect the teacher-pupil relationships, creating shifts in
the rules of the game, which were unsettling but also seemingly obvious for the Year
9 students. Some teachers changed the way they related to the students (from less
formal to more formal).
No, Miss X is more laid back, yeah, but it depends what subject or it’s coming
up to a GCSE as well then the teacher like changes the mood.
Like one . . . one day they can be proper happy but then it’s GCSE the next day,
it’s like you can’t . . . you say ‘Hi Miss’ they don’t . . . it’s just like they
acknowledge and it’s just not there, but funny in a way, but not really.
Final Reflections: Misrecognition and Symbolic Violence
The initial funded evaluation was a small-scale locally commissioned piece of work.
The follow-up research we describe here took place in an ever more difﬁcult eco-
nomic climate in the UK without direct funding. Undertaken on a shoe-string bud-
get, it was necessarily limited, and we recognize that we cannot make major claims on
the basis of a small number of interviews in a single school. However, taking a Bour-
dieusian perspective in the analysis of our data has enabled us to trouble the positive
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assumptions embedded in the UK Government’s educational policies. Teasing out
the impact of a neoliberal focus on performativity in the enactment of personalised
learning has revealed the contradictions between the ideal of learner autonomy and
the reality of close surveillance and control, which is misrecognised as necessary to
learning and consequently legitimated in the drive to achieve.
We still ﬁnd the school’s ambitions and continuing development to be exciting
and stimulating. In our reﬂections on how we came to look at the innovation differ-
ently through our chosen theoretical framework, we are not trying to be overtly
critical of the school, its staff, and its learners. Instead, what we are arguing is that
what the school is trying to achieve is actually very difﬁcult. The reproductive force of
educational habitus means that reinvention cannot happen overnight or even over
several years. Indeed, the senior managers of the school recognise that it is not
perfect and are continuing to review and develop their ideas.
Whilst the personalisation agenda was intended to contribute to addressing
social inequality (Harris & Ranson, 2005), Thrupp and Tomlinson (2005) argue that
the ‘contradictions between a rhetoric of social justice and social inclusion, and the
realities of divisiveness and injustice within a society pursuing market policies sus-
tained by competition and ‘‘choice’’ reserved for privileged choosers, have become
increasingly obvious’ (p. 551). Our reﬂections on one school’s transformational jour-
ney support this view. The marketisation forces at play in the wider educational ﬁeld
have prevented the new system under development in this school from establishing
new structures and thus avoiding the reproduction of inequalities. The external
driver of ‘GCSE results’ affects both staff and students. Personalisation may have
potential to address social disadvantage but, we suggest, not whilst the exchange
value of the GCSE remains in the outside world and schools are driven by the
demands of performativity (Ball, 2008; Torrance, 2009).
The effect of these contradictions brings to light the role of misrecognition in our
example. The teachers’ and students’ comments demonstrate a shared perception
that the new local rules of the ﬁeld, encapsulated in the silencing of the school bell,
have facilitated greater freedoms and ﬂexibility. However, whilst they subscribe to the
discourse of freedom through personalised learning, there is a strong parallel dis-
course of the necessity of surveillance through the assessment system. In practice, the
mechanisms of control place an emphasis on pace which works against the student
control of learning, introducing an element of competition and, it seems, under-
mining assessment for learning as both staff and students focus on levels. Whilst
they are committed to undoing power structures, teachers assert power in line with
their pre-existing educational habitus, misrecognising this as for the beneﬁt of students.
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Moreover, whilst the students misrecognise various arbitrary aspects of the sys-
tem as demonstrating freedom (for example the need to seek approval from those in
authority through the stamping of their passports), they also articulate contradictions
in the system such as the dominating pressure to ‘keep up’ with the ideal target on
their passport and to perform (in their GCSEs). They also note the impact on
teacher-student relationships which are ostensibly more equal but which are always
centred on evaluation – and sometimes overtly authoritative. Nevertheless, they do
not express direct dissatisfaction with the level of control – their complaints focus on
other students and are sometimes even directed towards their own inability to man-
age. As a result, the discourse of learner responsibility includes self-blame (see also
Wilkins, 2012). An educational habitus which recognises teacher authority, assess-
ment, and examination competition as legitimate prevails and perpetuates the sym-
bolic violence of education noted by Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), despite local
changes in the ﬁeld.
Notes
1. The secondary school curriculum in England for young people aged 11–16 years is deﬁned
in two stages: Key Stage 3 for young people aged 11–13 years (Year 7 and Year 8) and Key
Stage 4 for young people aged 14–16 years (Year 9 to Year 11). The school in this study
adopted this approach. Some schools in England deliver Key Stage 3 over three years (Year
7 to Year 9) and Key Stage 4 over two years (Year 10 and Year 11).
2. The Specialist Schools and Academies Trust is a nonproﬁt organisation providing continu-
ing professional development and support for schools in England and internationally, with
a particular focus on the use of ICT and an overall aim of raising achievement.
3. Under the previous system, GCSE subject choices were constrained by timetable restrictions
such that students were asked to select a subject from each of a number of option boxes. At
this school, students were at liberty to choose any subject from those offered at the school.
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